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Chinese classical literature has rich meaning and special style. It is accepted by 
other nations. And in the meantime, foreign literature is also mingled into our own 
culture. Therefore, poetry as a form of literature is being mingled together. This thesis 
attempts to compare Emily Dickinson and Li Qingzhao who made great contributions 
to their own nations. Emily Dickinson and Li Qingzhao are respectively considered as 
the greatest women poets in American and Chinese literary history. Dickinson left the 
later generations about 1,775 unique, insightful and emotional poems concerning love, 
nature, death, etc., which are very rare in the poetic history of America, even of the 
world. She made great contribution to the flourish and development of the world 
literature. Li Qingzhao, a prominent poet in Southern Song Dynasty of ancient China, 
was an innovator who formd the exclusive “Yi’an style”. Her style was claimed to be a 
mixture of the graceful and the bold. Li Qingzhao was good at Shi poems, Ci poems 
and prose. But she was especially renowned for the emotional intensity of her Ci 
poems. Emily Dickinson led a reclusive life but vaulted into prominence after she died 
in the 19th century in America. While Li Qingzhao led a happy life in her early years 
and had tough experience when she was old. In spite of the fact that they lived in 
totally different countries, social systems as well as historical periods, there are 
similarities and differences. 
Focusing on different themes, this paper makes a comparative study on these two 
poetesses and employs the Feminist literary critical method to analyze their texts. This 
paper firstly discusses three aspects of Emily Dickinson’s poems on love: her 
understanding of love, her longing for love and marriage and her raising love to a 
higher level. Then it analyzes Li Qingzhao’s works which describe girlhood life and 
newly wed life, works expressing sorrow of parting and missing are also mentioned. 
Thus the paper draws a conclusion that both of these two poetesses have the courage to 
love and hate by expressing their aspiration for true love boldly though in different 
degrees. Their nature poems which present their unique view on nature are also 
compared. 















compares the similarities and differences of rhythm and rhyme and language. For 
example, most of the syllables in Li Qingzhao’s Ci poems are vowel syllables. There 
are few syllables ending in consonants. So her poems are not influenced by it and then 
the rhyme of vowel can produce a loud and lasting sound effect. However, in Emily 
Dickinson’s poems, there are a great number of consonant ending syllables, which 
badly influence the loudness and lasting effect of the rhyme. Li Qingzhao wrote Ci 
poems according to restricted forms and rules while Emily Dickinson was not confined 
to the traditional rhymes. Instead, her inventive use of punctuation and her innovation 
in rhymng achieved wonderful effects in transmitting a certain meaning and forming a 
special rhythm. This paper also compares the two poetesses’ poetry in Imagist 
Approach and in the end of this part, it further points out another type of strategy that 
both poets employ, that is the frequent use of negation in their poems 
Finally, this thesis analyzes the causes of the similarities and differences in two 
aspects: social background and family background; personal experiences. Therefore, it 
draws a conclusion that the similarities and differences of the two poetesses and their 
counter-traditional spirit in works result from the background and personal experiences, 
thus the culture differences between east and west are reflected. 
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There have been many studies comparing Chinese classical poetry with Western 
poetry. However, despite great efforts of scholars who tried to bring Chinese poetics to 
the attention of the critical and theoretical realm in the West, it is still a common 
practice for comparatists from both China and the West to use predominantly Western 
theories in their comparative studies (Tan 25). 
Both Li Qingzhao and Emily Dickinson are the most widely canonized women 
poets in their respective countries. Both women saw poetry as especially important and 
congenial because it revolutionized their existence and because it was allied with the 
world of immortality. They used poetry as a vehicle to voice some frustrations with 
their lower status as women and were able to turn cultural and social disadvantages 
into creative advantages in poetry writing. 
Emily Dickinson (1830-1886), who was unknown in her lifetime and led an 
isolated life, is now considered as a great poet in American literature and enjoys an 
ever-increasing critical reputation. When Americans established the Poet’s Corner at St. 
John Abbey in New York in May 1984, they engraved two poets’ names there, one was 
Whitman, and the other was Dickinson. Emily Dickinson was born in the quiet 
community of Amherst, Massachusetts. Her father was a distinguished lawyer and very 
active in civic affairs. Brought up in a favorable environment, Emily attended Amherst 
Academy irregularly for six years and Mount Holyoke Female Seminary for one year. 
Around the year she was 30 or so, she withdrew from village activities and became a 
famous recluse dressed in white, and secretly produced an enormous canon of poetry 
while locked in her room and refusing visitors one after another. During her lifetime 
only seven poems appeared in print anonymously. After she died, Emily Dickinson left 
behind several drawerfuls of poems. “Although almost none of her poems were 
published during her lifetime and her work drew harsh criticism when it first appeared, 
many of her short lyrics on the subjects of nature, love, death, and immortality are now 
considered among the most emotionally and intellectually profound in the English 
language” (Wilson, 1989: 1). Her frequent use of dashes, sporadic capitalization of 















reputation as one of the most innovative poets of the 19th century American literature. 
“Her poems have become some of the best loved in American literature” (Wilson, 1). It 
was in the year 1955 that Thomas H. Johnson edited all known manuscripts The Poems 
of Emily Dickinson, including Variant Readings. This edition is known as the most 
complete, original and valuable one up to now. It contains altogether 1775 poems and 
fragments on the themes of love, nature, etc. These posthumous publications are the 
base of studies on Emily Dickinson’s poetics, perceptions of nature and culture. 
There are several men who, at different times in her life, acted as master or 
teacher to Emily Dickinson. To her, Dr. Charles Wadsworth was the most important 
one. In 1855, Emily Dickinson went to Philadelphia, spending three weeks there. 
While in Philadelphia, she met the brilliant, serious Wadsworth, a married reverend at 
one of the Presbyterian churches in the city. He was an arresting figure and Emily 
Dickinson deeply admired him. Most scholars at home and abroad agree that 
Wadsworth was the man Emily Dickinson fell in love with, and the man who inspired 
much of her love poetry. Just before he left his Philadelphia church in 1861 to move to 
Sanfrancisco, Wadsworth visited Emily Dickinson to tell her of his plans to leave. No 
one in the family witnessed their meeting, but when he left, Emily Dickinson suffered 
a nervous breakdown that incapacitated her for a week and nearly ruined her eyesight. 
The following two years (1862 and 1863) were the years of flood creativeness for 
Dickinson wrote 227 poems and 295 poems respectively. Among these poems, quite a 
part touches the subject of love. 
Emily Dickinson’s writing style is always surprising, as most of her poems are 
without titles, and she has a unique use of dashes and capitalization of nouns. Her first 
poems were traditional and followed the established form, but as time passed she 
began writing huge amounts of poetry and began experimenting. 
With the publication of her poems, Emily Dickinson’s life and works drew more 
and more critics’ attention and a great many studies were carried on from different 
perspectives. Higginson and Todd were Emily Dickinson’s first critics. Higginsion, 
who was another important one to Emily Dickinson, disconcerted by her 
unconventional poetics, said that “her verses are in most cases like poetry plucked up 
by the roots” (Kirkby, 1991:137). “Wayward and unconventional in the last degree, 















affirmed that “Emily Dickinson had her own precise standard, and would wait many 
days for a word that satisfied.” He also admitted “when a thought takes one’s breath 
away, a lesson on grammar seems an impertinence”(Kirkby, 137).While Mrs. Todd 
was more positive of Dickinson’s unconventional poetics, she argues “her very 
absence of conventional form challenges attention--appearing, indeed”(Kirkby, 137). 
William Dean Howells even praised Dickinson’s “terribly unsparing poems” for their 
“authenticity, brevity, intense feeling and lofty range”, concluding, “if nothing else had 
come out of our life but this strange poetry, we should feel that in the work of Emily 
Dickinson, America, or New England, rather, had made a distinctive addition to the 
literature of the world, and could not be left out of any record of it”(Kirkby, 137). 
For the forty years of early criticism, Dickinson had always been portrayed as an 
isolated, eccentric, shy hermit or spinster. But since the 1920s, the critics began to turn 
the attention to the poet’s “personality” and her inspired and original verse style, as if 
they were “a beam of light shining out of seclusion from her age into our own” 
(Petrino 3). Her peculiar poems were ultimately seen as a challenge of the 
nineteenth-century literary conventions. 
Li Qingzhao(1084-1155?), alias Yi An, lived in the intervening period between 
Northern Song and Southern Song. She is universally considered to be China’s most 
prominent female poet. Though born in the feudal times when women suffered both 
oppression and discrimination, and though her biography was not recorded, she 
nevertheless occupies an outstanding place among the Song-dynasty literati. “Her life 
was colorful and versatile: other than a great poet, she was a scholar of history and 
classics, a literary critic, an art collector, a specialist in bronze and stone inscriptions, a 
painter, a calligrapher, and a political commentator”(Rexroth, 1979:83). But she is 
especially renowned for the emotional intensity of her Ci poems (i.e, lyric poetry). Her 
few poems, which are still extant, are among the treasures of Chinese classical 
literature. In that male-dominated literary society, her position was extremely rare. 
Owing to the profound influence of the feudal ideology of ancient China, women 
rarely appeared in ancient Chinese literature. But Li Qingzhao was the only woman 
whose literary fame was not eclipsed by that of men. She is considered as the most 















Li Qingzhao was born into a family of scholars and officials, in Jinan, nowadays 
Shandong Province. Her father, Li Gefei, was a prominent scholar at the Imperial 
Academy and a noted prose-writer; while her mother, grand-daughter of a prime 
minister of the former dynasty, was also well educated. Unlike many women of her 
times who lived in seclusion, Li Qingzhao was open and frank. She loved reading and 
acquired a deep knowledge of literature and the classics in her teens. She could write 
both elegant poetry and prose, gaining a reputation for herself outside her family. As a 
young girl she often took to writing delightful little lyrics on her excursions to the 
suburbs and nearby beauty spots. The lyric poems such as Ru Meng Ling(Ru Meng 
Ling, A Happy Recollection: To the tune In Dream land) reveal her girlish innocence, 
and her lively untamed spirit and love of nature. At eighteen, she married Zhao 
Mingcheng, a student in the Imperial Academy, who had abundant knowledge about 
metal sculpture, jade carving, painting and calligraphy. The couple was well –matched 
and proved to be an ideal one, for they shared a lot in common and lived peacefully 
and happily during the Nnorthern Song dynasty. The exquisite lyric poems she wrote 
during this period expressed deep love for her husband.  
 
But shortly after their harmonious marriage life, the northern barbarous Jin-invaders 
occupied most part of the northern land of China, and the Emperor carried out a 
compromise policy, willingly moving to the southern part of China. So Li Qingzhao 
experienced the pain of seeing the country invaded and being driven down south of 
the Long River (the Yangtse River) and living a life of separation from her husband. 
She was in great pain and no way but writing poems to release her unhappiness. (Dan, 
2005:74) 
 
There is no documentary record about the time of Li Qingzhao’s death, but it is 
generally believed that she lived to about the age of seventy-one and made a 
short-lived and unhappy second marriage in 1132 and divorced soon. Since the Ming 
and Qing Dynasties, many scholars have tried to defend her, citing many historical 
records to prove that she had not in fact remarried at all. But even if she had, it neither 
dishonors her public image or her poems. Such criticism only makes one more aware 















Although renowned as a connoisseur, accomplished poet in shi and ci forms, 
painter, calligrapher, and writer of prose and “parallel prose”(骈文)，Li’s reputation 
was primarily established on her exemplary wanyue (婉约派 delicate restraint) style Ci 
poetry(Liu, 1991:151). A genuine ci writer must be rich in sensitivity, pure in nature, 
tender in heart, and free in spirit. Li Qingzhao had all these qualities. She was a 
genuine Ci writer. Unfortunately, only a portion of her poetic output is now extant, 
some fifty Ci poems out of some six volumes, assembled in a volume entitled Ci of 
Pure Jade (《漱玉词》). And the aesthetic of Ci, compared with that of the Shi form, is 
regarded as more “feminine” (Liu, 1991:151). Yet, of the poems that remain, there is 
sufficient evidence that she was a remarkable poet, resolutely personal yet far from 
self-indulgent or tawdry. This sampling of her work has been recognized by 
generations as Ci poetry of the highest literary quality. All her Ci works can be divided 
into some categories according to different themes, such as love poems, nature poems, 
political poems, patriotism poems, of which love and nature poems take lead. As 
almost all previous famous love poems are written by male poets who are normally 
difficult to delve into the inner recesses of the female heart, Qingzhao’s love poems are 
particularly successful in depicting a genuine woman’s feeling with intimacy and 
delicacy, and therefore are more sincere, profound and touching than those written by 
her male contemporaries. In short, though we have but a sampling of her work, there is 
world enough in what we have to hear the many voices of a true poet. 
Li Qingzhao’s poems can be also divided into two phases corresponding with the 
Northern Song Dynasty’s downfall and the Southern Song dynasty’s retaining its 
sovereignty over southern China. It was after the downfall of the Northern Song 
Dynasty that Li Qingzhao and her husband were forced to leave their hometown and 
fled to the South region, and great changes took place thereafter in her life. The Ci 
poems before her moving south mainly describe her happy lives as a young girl and a 
newly-wed woman, and the love-sickness of separation. In her wandering about in the 
South after the country was defeated and her family was broken, she wrote mostly 
about her sad and miserable life and her missing of the former country, in a passionate 
and sentimental tone. Li Qingzhao’s Ci poems (lyric poems), in her declining years, 
are also admired for her language is plain and fresh, her artistic conception is novel 













Degree papers are in the “Xiamen University Electronic Theses and Dissertations Database”. Full
texts are available in the following ways: 
1. If your library is a CALIS member libraries, please log on http://etd.calis.edu.cn/ and submit
requests online, or consult the interlibrary loan department in your library. 
2. For users of non-CALIS member libraries, please mail to etd@xmu.edu.cn for delivery details.
厦
门
大
学
博
硕
士
论
文
摘
要
库
